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UM SOCIOLOGIST HELPS FOREST SERVICE TRAIN, MAINTAIN CREWS
MISSOULA Before the chore of clearing a trail, building a dock or fighting a fire, a crew must work to
become a crew. That oft-overlooked dynamic of team-building is the goal of a video training
program developed by University of Montana—Missoula researcher Jon Driessen.
Driessen, chair of UM 's sociology department, spent four years developing "Making a
Crew, a two-part program in use throughout all U.S. Forest Service districts and regions. The
videos and accompanying resource guides aim to help disparate individuals become an effective
forest service crew, and stay that way.
Driessen traveled to all four comers of the United States, interviewing members of more
than 50 crews doing work ranging from a controlled bum of a Montana hillside to drilling holes
for makeshift woodpecker homes in hurricane-ravaged South Carolina.
The documentary-style program shows seasoned crew members in their work settings, he
said, noting, "nothing was staged. It’s all real people doing real work." The tapes work as oral
history, he said, capturing the experience and "folk wisdom" of longtime workers.
Driessen, who has been developing training materials for the Missoula-based USFS
Technology and Development Center for the past 15 years, proposed this project in response to
changes in forest service culture and crew dynamics. Previous training programs focused on
supervisors and team leaders, but Driessen saw a striking need to train regular crew members in
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the basics of being a crew.
"People going out in the woods to work got training on how to work a saw, but not how to
get along together," he said. "And that’s more than half the game."
R.C. Carroll, fire operations supervisor for the USFS Missoula Ranger District, has used
the "Making a Crew" tapes and said they provide an important building block toward a safe,
productive work force. By getting old and new crew members together to discuss work issues, the
program establishes communication and mutual awareness that continue into the field, he said.
Safety is a major issue in training, Carroll said, and one of the best safety precautions is
clear communication between crew members. Teamwork and communication are especially crucial
in firefighting, he said, because "you’re trusting other people with your life."
The Forest Service work culture is changing, Driessen said, with more and more seasonal
workers and less continuity from year to year. There is also much more diversity, with women
and minorities making up a large part of a work force that once was predominately white and
male. And more and more "city kids" with little or no experience in the woods are joining forest
crews, he said.
The Forest Service employs some 27,000 seasonal workers a year, Driessen said, and "half
of those have never worked in field crews before."
The first half of the training program, "Putting a Crew Together," was distributed
throughout the Forest Service last year. The second part, "Keeping a Crew Together," was
distributed this year.
Each part is designed as a daylong training session guided by a facilitator. The tapes, each
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about 45 minutes long, are divided into segments that address varied issues, and crews pause for
discussion after each segment. Topics covered in part I, the crew-building tape, include work
skills, individual workers pulling their own weight, teamwork, the supervisory role, and crew
harmony.
The videos, designed for new worker orientation and as a refresher course for experienced
crew members, are also showm to the public to demonstrate the work done by Forest Service
crews.
The program, funded by the USFS Safety and Health Branch, also is used by the National
Park Service and is being considered for use by the Bureau of Land Management and agencies in
Canada and Australia.
Driessen said this project, like other training projects he’s undertaken for the Technology
and Development Center, is particularly satisfying work for a sociologist, because I m providing
them with tools to deal with real problems, not just theoretical ideas."
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Contact: Jon Driessen, (406) 243-5281; R.C. Carroll, (406) 329-3762.
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